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Josie BiUington, Eliot's Middlemarch: Reader's Guide (London: Continuum,
2008), pp. 132. ISBN 978 0 8264 9551 8 (hardback); 978 0 8264 9552 5
(paperback)
This new 'Reader's Guide' successfully complements two preceding works that were written
for the same purpose of providing information and interpretation for readers of Middlemarch
in a compact form: those by Karen Chase for Cambridge University Press's 'Landmarks of
World Literature' series, and by T. R. Wright for Harvester Weatsheaf, both published in 1991.
The book is closer to Chase's in terms of the order and structure of the argument. After giving
a brief biography of George Eliot and introducing the historical contexts of the novel in the first
chapter (,Contexts'), Billington goes on to provide close readings of passages from the novel
in the second and third chapters ('Language, Style, Genre' and 'Reading Middlemarch').
Critical and other responses to the novel are outlined in the fourth chapter (,Critical Reception
and Publishing History'), the fifth chapter (,Adaptation, Interpretation and Influence'), which
treats visual adaptations and the novel's influence on other authors, and the final section on
'Further Reading'. Altogether, these greatly amplify and update Chase's treatment of critical
responses to the novel, which was very brief and focused on earlier criticism. The book might
have benefited from a plot outline such as is provided by Chase. The respective chapters are
followed by notes and extensive 'Study Questions', most of which ask the reader to respond to
preceding arguments made by critics. These considerably add to the book's value in steering
the reader to address the existing arguments about Middlemarch, increasing its usefulness for
students and teachers of the novel.
As is evident from the fact that Billington divides the close reading into 'Language, Style,
Genre' and 'Reading Middlemarch', the outstanding characteristic of this book is its focus on
stylistic and structural analysis. The 'symmetries and echoes, antitheses and parallels, which
are held in delicately mobile balance and implicit counterpoint' (p. 34) that the novel abounds
in are considered in detail, among which the parallels pointed out in regard to the theme of
egoism, those between Dorothea and Fred (p. 89) and Bulstrode and Rosamond (pp. 90-1), I
find are especially persuasive. The significant point about this focus is that, instead of being a
postmodernist celebration of the self-deconstructive complexities of the novel, as was T. R.
Wright's study, it is supported by and fully related to its 'moral' value. This stance is best
expressed in the following passage:
[... ] in situating the narrating and reading mind as if inside and outside those
mortal limitations at once, [the narrative voice's] rhetorical strategies seek to
open up a negotiable, meditative space on the borderline between writer and
reader, novel and ordinary life. The prose evokes a sort of collaborative
consciousness that operates like a third dimension, where the recognition of
limitation can amount to something other than limitation merely - something
more like sensitive moral expansion. (p. 20)
Billington takes Eliot's doctrine that art is a means of extending sympathy at face value (p. 19)
and holds that this 'moral project permeates every level of Middlemarch: its dynamics of
language and structure cannot be explained in the absence of her moral aesthetic' (p. 19). This
stress on morality can be related back to an impressive quotation that Billington makes in the
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first chapter from A. S. Byatt's Still Life, which is a passage of free indirect speech describing
the inward thoughts of Stephanie, a curate's wife, attending a Christmas mass, as she surveys
the congregation and thinks of The Mill on the Floss:
Possibly the clearest summary of how Mary Ann Evans suffering introspection
became the humane rational voice we call 'George Eliot' comes from a
contemporary novel in the writer's own realist tradition: 'George Eliot ... was
a good hater,' says Stephanie in A. S. Byatt's Still Life. 'She looked long and
intelligently at what she hated, with curiosity to see exactly what it was, and
the necessary detachment to imagine it from within and without, the two
breeding a kind of knowledge that was love.' (pp. 2-3. The page number from
Still Life should be 42 instead of 52 in p. 16, n. 4)
Eliot's ability to imagine characters 'from within and without' corresponds to how Billington
describes her 'situating the narrating and reading mind as if inside and outside those mortal
limitations at once' in Middlemarch. Adopting such a perspective entails focusing on the
'recognition of limitation' by the characters, and prompts the analyses to throw into relief the
novel's 'closeness to Hardyesquefin-de-ciecle absence of consolation' (p. 48).
This approach, which can be described as an ultra-orthodox one, provides coherence in the
analyses, and moreover clarifies the immediate sources of that 'absence of consolation' , of the
subtly and profoundly disturbing quality that some find in the novel. Numerous critics,
especially George Eliot's contemporaries, have found Middlemarch intensely depressing, and
I myself find it so in direct proportion to my familiarity with the novel. But in order fully to
consider this disturbing quality, we may also have to take into account the reverse side of the
Byatt quotation: though the narrative insight breeds 'a kind of knowledge that was love', or
sympathy, it nevertheless originates in the fact that 'George Eliot ... was a good hater'. While
Billington, in refuting the once alleged stranglehold of the omniscient narrator in the novel,
states that 'George Eliot's narratorial interventions are as varied and textured as her use of free
indirect mode, and rarely as redundant or as merely external to character as these generalized
criticisms suggest' (p. 26), this nevertheless seems to lead to an unquestioned acceptance of the
narrator's authority, which consequentially affirms its stranglehold. This approach, while
enabling her to demonstrate fully the richness and subtlety of the novel's virtuoso narratorial
techniques, may sometimes seem to limit the readings presented here. The narrator in Eliot's
novels, especially in Middlemarch, is, too, 'a good hater'. For instance, the treatment of
Casaubon, which Billington gives as an example of the aptness of the narrator's interventions
(p. 27), serves, to my mind, to set a limit to further investigation of the character's predicament.
That the reader can allow him- or herself to experience the 'recognition of limitation' in respect
of the narrator himself, and to keep him at a certain distance in analysing the emotional
economy in the novel, may be a possibility worth keeping in mind. But this is a negligible point
considering the book's significant value as an up-to-date and stimulating 'Reader's Guide' to
Middlemarch.
Kenichi Kurata
University of Warwick
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